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Overall Research Objectives 

 The overall objective of this qualitative research is to gain 

a deeper understanding of the attitudes and behavior of 

Very Low Income (VLI) Consumers.   

 This research will explore whether this segment of the 
population constitutes a separate segment which needs 

different products, services and distribution channels in 

order to help end their cycle of poverty.  

 Importantly, we will explore potential pathways to 

financial stability for this segment of the population.  
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Research Conducted In Four Markets 

Silha Communications 

3 

Four Financial Institutions Chosen For Their 

Innovative Approaches 



Work Situations 

 VLI consumers are people who do 
many of the jobs that are taken for 
granted, behind the scenes.  

 Cleaning, cooking 

 Caretaking the elderly, children 

 Janitorial, Handyman, Gardening  

 Many holding more than one low-
paying job with erratic hours.  

 Some lost their job, searching, but can’t 
find work.   

 Some doing odd jobs for 
friends/acquaintances.  
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Mantra:  “I want one good-paying job.” 



Strategy For Survival: Not Sustainable 

 VLI Consumers default to a financial strategy that is not 

sustainable.   

 This is usually not a real decision;  they tend to use the 

resources that are at their immediate disposal, and fit with 

their cash culture.  

 Juggling bills – utility, rent, phone, etc.  

 Storefronts for Transactions and Payday Lending 

 Family borrowing  

 Other sources of quick cash – pawn shops,  

 Defaulting on Credit Cards  

 Defaulting on overdrafts, bank charges,  

 Food stamps, food banks,  
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Debt:  Life Situations Created Debt  

 Among our interviewees, between 60% and 85%, 
depending on the site, had some kind of 
unproductive debt (i.e., their debt did not result in 
any assets). 

 These VLI Consumers fell into debt primarily from 
their life situation and strategy to make ends meet:   
 Medical Costs (no insurance) 

 School Costs (without finishing school) 

 Utilities – juggling the bills  

 Bank Charges (Past accounts, not understanding 
charges)  

 Car Loans, (with non-functioning cars) 

 Payday Loans    

 Not a lot of credit card debt.   
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Credit Scores:  The Great Unknown 
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What Is A Credit Score? 

Don’t’ Want To Know = 

Feel Bad About Self 

Many VLI Consumers 

are afraid to look at 

their credit score.   

Some are not sure 

what a credit score is, 

or why it’s important. 



Expand The Framework for Solving 

Problem:  An Integrated Approach 

 In order to provide assistance to VLI Consumers, the framework needs to 
extend into their entire lives.  

 Offering financial assistance, products and services needs to be 
coupled with assistance in other areas of their lives.  Otherwise they 
remain vulnerable and likely to fall back into a desperate cycle.  

 This might include: 

 On-going relationship and guidance, a sense of belonging. 

 Assisting with work issues/unemployment. 

 Help in getting medical care/insurance. 

 Providing referrals that can help reduce uncertainty & vulnerability,  

 

 

 

 

Silha Communications 

8 

Getting people on the right track is not about any one particular 

product; but a pathway to a realizable goal.  

 



Relationship Is The Cornerstone  

For All Sites 

 VLI Consumers that came to these sites were hesitant to trust 

financial institutions, given past experience.   

 The sites worked at building trust.  VLI Consumers feel that 

trust means: 

 Being seen and understood as an individual. 

 Being respected/not judged for “not knowing”, not having to 
explain oneself.   

 Stepping into “my world”, my community -- reaching out and 

trying to come into and understand the world in which I live.  

 Each place we researched created a safe environment 

and relationship that allowed people to be honest and to 

face some of their problems.  
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Attacking Immediate Problem Is  

First Step/First Test 

 Solutions needs to begin “where they are at”.   

 In order to begin building momentum and trust, this often 

involves solving one problem, the most pressing issue for 

them.   

 VLI Consumers need to slowly incorporate information 

and change.   

 An overall financial evaluation or lengthy screening and  

paperwork may be intimidating to these Consumers.   
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Pros and Cons of Financial 

Coaching/Counseling 

 Financial Counseling can be helpful if a person is ready to learn 

and take action.  

 However, many express fear of counseling, being overwhelmed:   

 Being asked to write down all expenses to create a budget.  

 Forced to look at their credit scores when they don’t understand 

credit. 

 Being “taught” too much to take in. 

 Feeling ashamed, embarrassed to share all their information at once.  

 Many VLI Consumers respond to a casual form of counseling 

provided at the teller window, dealing with one problem at a time.  

 Positive Accountability:  celebrating successes in goals achieved  

may be more critical  than correcting for failures 
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Implications for Transactional Services 

 For VLI consumers transactional products and services are 

the foundation:  

 Make all check cashing, money handling, transfers and 

bill  payments services broadly available,  

 Make them as quick, easy, cheap and reliable as 

possible. 
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Implications For Savings 

VLI Consumers  

 Savings is hard due to no extra 
money 

 A cash culture – want the 
money close by, in case of 
emergency (transportation an 
issue) 

 Saving at home is more fun, 
lighter, easier.    

 Saving at an institution feels 
serious; potential for failure  

Implication 

 Facilitated savings/Forced 
savings and Fun savings 

 Features could include 
automatic deposits into an 
account, limits on access, 
bonuses or awards, rollover 
to higher return accounts 

 Mini-savings  products and 
services 

 Ability to start savings  with  
very small amounts of 
money, get motivating 
returns,  and add on 

 



Implications For Debt  

VLI Consumers  

 Many trying to dig out 

of a hole. 

 Different kinds of debt 

from life situations. 

 This is not cc debt.  

 Their debt did not 

produce any assets. 

Implication 

 Products and services to 
negotiate down debt, 
consolidate debt  and 
manage debt 

 Need for Micro-debt - start 
with very small loans, not 
borrow more than needed, 
and “earn” access to 
larger loan amounts and 
better terms based on 
performance 

 



Flexibility Demonstrates Relationship! 

 Greater flexibility in all financial offerings, but especially with 

respect to loans: e.g., terms, amounts and repayment 

schedules 

 More “Second Chance” offerings of all kinds 

 Products with a 0% rejection rate; 

 Not “No” but “When” 
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Implications for Credit and Credit Building  

VLI Consumers:  

 Mixed feelings and lots of 
confusion and fear 
around the idea of 
“credit” 

 Credit = Debt 

 Credit = A Better Life  

 Concern or 
misunderstanding about 
“credit score” 

Implication 

 Credit building services 
that demystify credit, 
offered at the 
appropriate time 

 Easy credit building (or at 
least clear how) to build 
credit with very little cost 

 Credit without a credit 
score - credit based on 
character, relationships or 
performance 

 



Implications for Delivery Of Products  

 New opportunities to reach VLI Consumers may involve 
creating new delivery options within the community, in 
places where VLI Consumers live and work.   

 Examples might include:  

 Storefronts in strategic places – grocery stores, mini malls, 
malls,  

 Mini branches or service desks in large stores (e.g., selected 
“Big Box” and discount stores, drug stores, ethnic groceries) 

 Partnering with other nonprofits in a more integrated, central 
hub 

 Churches or school events 

 At a workplace, union, day labor site 

 In a “financial wagon or van”  

 Partnering with responsible local car dealerships  
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Context Is Key 

 Understanding where VLI Consumers are in their lives is crucial 

to offering products and services that will most fit their needs.  

Information they cannot act on is not useful.  

 Offer life-situation services:  Where you are on the pathway 

matters: e.g.,  

 Club savings for holidays, vacations, back-to-school, family 

life events 

 Citizenship loans, Quinceanera loans, rental deposit loans 

 Automatic successive product offerings as consumers move 

along are preferable to bundling: 

 Too many products too overwhelming at one time 
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For questions or further information, please contact: 

 

 Kirsten Moy, The Aspen Institute: kirsten.moy@aspeninst.org 

 Joy Silha, Silha Communications: jsil@aol.com  

 Pablo DeFilippi, VP of Membership, Federation: pablo@cdcu.coop  
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